+Starting your Literary Analysis Essay

This type of essay requires you to carefully and closelyexamine awork of literature in orderto answera question
of significance. This question may relate to the work’s theme, characterization, imagery, tone, attitude, or
somethingelse.

Where should you begin?

(1) Closelyreadthe workunderconsideration. Mark words, phrases, elements of punctuation, or
descriptions that strike you as noteworthy. Thingsto look forinclude: repetition of words orideas, words
that seem out of place or unusual, orimagesthatcreate a clear and striking picture in your mind.

Take a look at this passage from Their Eyes were Watching God:

Janie stood where he leftherforunmeasured time and thought. She stood there untilsomething
fell off the shelfinside her. Then she wentinsidethere to see whatit was. It was her image of Jody
tumbled down and shattered. Butlooking atitshe saw that it neverwas the flesh and blood figure of her
dreams. Just something she had grabbed up to drape herdreams over. In a way she turned herback upon
the image where itlay and looked further. She had no more blossomy openings dusting pollen over her
man, neitherany glistening young fruit where the petals used to be. She found that she had a host of
thoughts she had neverexpressed to him, and numerous emotions she had neverletJody know about.
Things packed up and put away in parts of her heart where he could neverfind them. She was saving up
feelingsforsome manshe had neverseen. She had aninside and an outside now and suddenly she knew

how not to mix them.

She bathed and puton a fresh dress and head kerchief and wentonto the store before Jody had

time to send for her. That was a bow to the outside of things.

What words, phrases, images, and descriptions stand outtoyou as a reader?

What patterns and relationships do you see emerging?

What is the dominantemotioninthe paragraph? What is the cause of thisemotion?
What does the passage reveal about the characters being described?

o 0 T o



Janie stood where he left her forunmeasured time and thought. She stood there until something

fell off the shelfinside her. Then she wentinsidethere to see whatitwas. It was her image of Jody

tumbled down and shattered. Butlookingatitshe saw that it neverwas the flesh and blood figure of her

dreams. Just something she had grabbed up to drape herdreams over. In a way she turned her back upon

the image whereitlay and looked further. She had no more blossomy openings dusting pollen over her

man, neitherany glisteningyoung fruit where the petals used to be. She found that she had a host of

thoughts she had neverexpressed to him, and numerous emotions she had never letJody know about.

Things packed up and put away in parts of her heart where he could neverfind them. She was saving up

feelings forsome man she had neverseen. She had aninside and an outside now and suddenly she knew
how not to mixthem.
She bathed and puton a fresh dress and head kerchief and wentonto the store before Jody had

time to send for her. That was a bow to the outside of things.

Look back overwhatyou highlighted: Do you see patterns or relationships emerging? Doideasstartto rise
above others as beingimportant and dominatingin the passage?

e What words, phrases, images, and descriptions stand out to you as a reader? See underlining
e What patterns and relationships do you see emerging?

”

e Separation betweentheinside and outside of herself (“shelf inside,” “wentinsideto see what it
was”
e Joedoesnotembodyherlove dream—heisapoorsubstitute (“something she had grabbed up to
drape her dreamsover”)
e Flowersandblooms of youth are packed deep inside of her (“things packed up and put away”
e Whatisthe dominantemotioninthe paragraph? Whatis the cause of thisemotion?
o Emptiness
o Hopefor the future
o Restraint
e What doesthe passage reveal about the characters being described?
o Sheisstill alive and wantslove —but she cannot show that to Joe
o Thisrelationship hasrequired herto develop an exterior that does not match her internal

thoughts, hopes, and dreams



(2) Lettheanalysisbegin! Once you have chosenyourdiction, imagery, and otherelements of language to
highlightinyouressay AND have developed aset of working claims about theirmeaning, you are ready to
start analyzingthe language in greater depth and puttingitinto paragraph form.

TRY THESE....

Ex. “She stood there until somethingfell off the shelfinside her. Then she wentinside there to see whatit

”

was.
Choose the richest commentary:

a. HurstonrevealsJanie’s difficulty with her husband throughout this passage.
Hurston’s description of Janie in such unique language emphasizesthatJanie is keeping something very
important hidden away from her husband and others around her. Janie’sactions show that she has
detached herself from herown feelings and dreams of love.

c. Hurstondescribeslanie’s loss of love with aunique image: “something fell off the shelfinsider her.” By
choosingtodepict herinternal thoughtsasa “shelfinside her,” Hurston shows us just how separated
from her true emotions Janie has become.

Ex. “Things packed up and put away in parts of her heart where he could neverfindthem.”

Choose the richestcommentary:

a. By callinglanie’semotions “things,” Hurston emphasizes how far removed Janie is from feeling real
emotions forherhusband orfor anythingat all.

b. Hurston’sword choice of “things” to denote Janie’s emotions underscores how detached Janie has
become from heremotions.

c. Inthispassage, HurstonrevealsthatJanie isincapable of feelingreal emotion anymore.

Ex. “That wasa bow to the outside of things.”

a. Hurston’simage of the “bow” emphasizes thatJanie “puts on a fresh dress and a head kerchief” notas a
usual dressing routine butas a significant act of decorating and presenting herself, asone would a
package, to the world outside.

b. Throughthe “bow,” Hurstonillustrates thatJanie presentsadressed up and polished version of herself to
the outside world.

c. Hurstonshowsthat Janieisverycareful and calculated about how she presents herself to the community.



